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Since the December seizure of Honduran fishing boats by the Nicaraguan coast guard, the two
nations have attempted to define their common maritime boundary in the Caribbean. The incident
raised conflicting boundary claims, threats of armed retaliation by an Honduran general, and
bilateral attempts to reach a permanent settlement that would avoid future clashes over the rich
fishing grounds shared by the two countries. The dispute was touched off on Dec. 17 when a
Nicaraguan coast guard vessel captured Honduran fishing boats in the Caribbean east of Cape
Gracias a Dios. In the encounter, one of the Hondurans was wounded and as many as 100 others
were arrested. Honduran authorities said at the outset that the incident occurred in Honduran
territorial waters.
The chief of police in San Pedro Sula, Wilfredo Urtecho, reported that, as the owner of one of the
boats, he had been informed that the boats were taken into Nicaraguan custody 17.7 km inside
Honduran territorial waters. Honduras considers its maritime boundary with Nicaragua to be the
15th parallel. David Echeverria, a Honduran legislative deputy and a cousin of the wounded man,
said that six boats had been seized and the crews taken to Puerto Cabezas, Nicaragua. However,
much of the information was confused and incomplete. Two days after the incident, Honduran
Foreign Minister Delmer Urbizo said that five fishing boats had been seized: the Pawanka, Pamela,
Mustang I, Doris Kira, and Arnold I rather than six as mentioned by Echeverria.
Nicaraguan authorities at first reported that only four boats were detained. Echeverria put the
number of crew members arrested at 21, while information relayed to a Honduran radio station by
one of the Hondurans detained at Puerto Cabezas indicated that there were 68 Hondurans under
arrest and another 60 unaccounted for and possibly lost at sea. Other information came from Roy
Echeverria, Honduran ambassador in Jamaica and the brother of the wounded man. Echeverria
reported that his brother had been seriously wounded, and that Nicaraguan authorities refused to
move him to where he could receive adequate medical attention. The wounded man's identity was
variously reported as Otto Martinez, Otto Chaverria, and Otto Echeverria. \
On Dec. 18, Milton Sandoval, Nicaraguan military spokesman, said the Nicaraguan coast guard
cutter on patrol caught the Honduran fishing boat Conrade illegally fishing in Nicaraguan waters
and took the craft into port. Later that day, the same patrol boat found the Arnold I, Pawanka, and
Mustang I also working in Nicaraguan waters and seized them as well. Sandoval said that there
was an "exchange of fire" when the crew of the Mustang I opened fire on the coast guard vessel,
but then they threw their weapons into the sea. It was apparently in this exchange that the crew
member was wounded. Sandoval said that 104 crew members were detained, but the Nicaraguan
Foreign Ministry put the number at 109. In the Nicaraguan version of events, the Conrade, which
was not mentioned in the Honduran version, was seized. The Pamela and Doris Kira, included in
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the Honduran version, were not mentioned in the Nicaraguan report. The Nicaraguan spokesperson
also said that not all the Hondurans illegally fishing in the area were in the boats that were seized.
Others were fishing in smaller boats, and the Nicaraguan government had no information on their
whereabouts, said the spokesperson. On Dec. 19, Nicaraguan authorities released 87 Hondurans
and, according to Nicaraguan Interior vice minister Frank Cesar, no others remained in custody.
Cesar did not explain the discrepancy between the 87 who were released and the 109 who Sandoval
said were in custody the day before. On the same day, Honduran Foreign Minister Urbizo sent
Nicaraguan Foreign Minister Ernesto Leal a strongly worded diplomatic note protesting what he
called "the flagrant violation of national sovereignty by units of the Nicaraguan army and navy and
the even more serious acts against our people in Honduran waters."
Urbizo noted that based on Nicaraguan officials' own statements the "lamentable incidents" took
place north of the 15th parallel, "traditionally recognized and respected by both countries" as the
Honduran maritime limit. Despite Urbizo's statement about "traditionally recognized" limits,
Nicaragua does not accept the 15th parallel as its maritime boundary line with Honduras but instead
claims the 17th parallel as the boundary some 216 km to the north. Other clashes between the
Nicaraguan coast guard and Honduran fishing boats have occurred in the disputed waters between
the two parallels where there are banks of lobster and shrimp. Similar disputes also have erupted
over maritime boundaries in the Gulf of Fonseca on the Pacific Coast among Nicaragua, Honduras,
and El Salvador.
Honduran President Carlos Roberto Reina said at the start of the current dispute that one of the
problems leading to these clashes is that the maritime boundaries with Nicaragua as well as with
Colombia and Jamaica are not fixed. The standoff between the two countries continued until
mid-January. During that time, Nicaragua refused to return the Honduran boats now said to be
only three until it received payment of a US$50,000 fine for each one. Foreign Minister Urbizo
sent a second note to Leal protesting the "inhuman treatment" of the crew members and "the
premeditated abandonment on the high seas of divers and other Hondurans."
Finally, on Jan. 14, while attending the inauguration of newly elected Guatemalan President Alvaro
Arzu, Reina and Nicaraguan President Violeta de Chamorro agreed to send delegates to a meeting
in Managua of a mixed claims commission to work out a temporary solution to the boundary
dispute. The presidents proposed that the commission define a "zone of tolerance" somewhere
within the disputed area in which fishers from both countries would be permitted to operate. The
zone agreement would remain in effect until a permanent maritime boundary accord between the
two countries could be signed. Briefly complicating the delicate situation, on Jan. 14, Gen. Bruno
Fontana, chief of the Honduran naval forces, threatened to use force to protect Honduran fishers.
The tension created by the sword-rattling diminished a week later when a Honduran military
spokesperson said on the armed forces television program "Proyecciones Militares" that Fontana's
remarks "were just opinions," and "did not reflect the policies of the armed forces."
President Reina's administration, said the televised statement, "has its own diplomatic strategy."
Because of the current tension between the Honduran government and the military over the
prosecution of military officers accused in human rights cases and over the systematic reduction
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of the military establishment's power and independence of action, some observers speculated that
Gen. Fontana's remark was another example of policy conflict between Reina's administration and
the military high command (see NotiSur, 11/03/95, 01/26/96 and 02/02/96,). Others have suggested
that the maritime dispute is partly the result of the economic interests of the Honduran armed
forces, which enjoy special fishing concessions. After three cancellations, the claims commission met
and worked out an interim agreement.
Representatives of the two countries signed the agreement on Jan. 22 in Managua, establishing the
zone of tolerance. Negotiators for both countries said the accord would help avoid future boundary
conflicts. However, while agreeing that a zone for common fishing use by both countries was to be
delimited, the commission postponed fixing the exact geographical location of the zone to a second
meeting scheduled for the end of January in Tegucigalpa. The second meeting was also supposed
to consider joint naval patrols within the zone. The commission convened in Tegucigalpa on Jan. 31,
but negotiations ended without the parties agreeing on the boundaries of the zone. Foreign Minister
Urbizo said that the talks were suspended on the second day because Nicaragua wanted the entire
zone of tolerance to be located within what Honduras claims as its maritime boundary.
"Honduras will not accept a common fishing zone north of the 15th parallel unless Nicaragua also
makes a concession to the south," said the Honduran ambassador in Managua, Carlos Montoya. For
their part, Nicaraguan negotiators rejected a Honduran proposal to draw the limits of the zone 4.8
km north and 4.8 km south of the 15th parallel. They insisted that no part of the zone could extend
south of the 15th parallel because that boundary is not in dispute only the area between the 15th and
17th parallels is disputed. Shortly after the Tegucigalpa meeting collapsed, Urbizo and Leal agreed
to hold private talks on the maritime question during the Tuxtla Gutierrez II meeting of Central
American presidents and Mexican President Ernesto Zedillo on Feb. 15 and 16 in San Jose, Costa
Rica (see SourceMex , 03/06/96). During the summit, the two foreign ministers held private talks
and, according to Urbizo, found a solution to the boundary dispute.
Neither diplomat, however, gave details on the agreement. Meanwhile, in an incident similar to
the Dec. 17 conflict in the Caribbean between Honduras and Nicaragua, Honduran naval vessels
stopped six Salvadoran fishing boats on Feb. 22 in the Gulf of Fonseca and detained 22 Salvadorans.
President Reina said that the boats were caught fishing in Honduran waters. The 22 Salvadorans
were released after paying a fine, but their boats were not confiscated nor held for payment of
the fine. The arrests "show that Honduras defends its sovereignty everywhere in the waters that
belong to it," said Reina. (Sources: Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish News Service,
12/20/95, 01/06/96, 01/22/96, 01/24/96; Central American Update, 01/16/96-01/31/96; Agence FrancePresse, 12/18/95, 12/19/95, 01/14/96, 01/18/96, 01/23/96, 02/01/96; Reuter, 01/21/96, 01/23/96, 01/25/97,
02/17/96, 02/20/96)

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

